Stephen P. Goff wins the 2005 RETROVIROLOGY prize.
A few wealthy international philanthropies frequently and deservedly capture the limelight with their research largess. On the other hand, every department Chairman and Dean of schools recognize the unsung importance of the many small local donors who fund the student scholarships, the travel stipends, and the stop-gap institutional research grants that keep the daily lifeblood of science flowing. The inaugural RETROVIROLOGY prize is supported through a donation from the Ming K. Jeang Foundation, an educational foundation based in Houston, Texas, which has provided for scholarships at Houston schools, at the University of Arizona, and at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine. Our inaugural award is named the M. Jeang RETROVIROLOGY prize.
For 2005, the Editors of Retrovirology selected Stephen P. Goff as the first recipient of the RETROVIROLOGY prize. Stephen Goff is the Higgins Professor of Biochemistry and Molecular Biophysics at the College of Physicians and Surgeons, Columbia University, USA. He was one of the first investigators to clone a functional copy of a retroviral genome, and to use recombinant DNA methods to study viral replication. Over the last two decades Dr. Goff has developed and exploited the Moloney murine leukemia virus as a genetic system. One of his most important results was the definition of the functional domains of the viral pol gene, and, especially, the seminal discovery of a viral function, now termed the integrase function, required for the integration of viral DNA into the host genome. Dr. Goff was also the first to develop plasmids that express enzymatically active reverse transcriptase (RT) of both mouse and human viruses. Fine-structure mutational analysis proved that reverse transcriptase contains separate, and separable, DNA polymerase and RNAse H domains.
Dr. Goff has used the yeast two-hybrid system to detect and characterize protein-protein interactions between viral proteins, and also between viral and host gene products. He discovered that cyclophilin A, a host prolyl isomerase, binds specifically to the HIV-1 Gag, and regulates both infectivity and escape from host restrictions. Dr. Goff has additionally pioneered the use of somatic cell genetics to identify host genes that affect retrovirus replication. He has identified a novel zinc-finger antiviral protein (ZAP) which directly binds specific sequences in viral RNAs in the cytoplasm and targets these RNAs for degradation.
Goff has also been active in the study of retroviral oncogenes, notably the v-abl gene carried by the Abelson murine leukemia virus. Goff was the first to prepare molecular clones of the viral genome and the cellular protooncogene, and to map the structure and chromosomal location of c-abl. The Goff laboratory has identified several novel Abl-binding proteins that regulate Abl signalling. He has shown that one such bridging molecule, PST-PIP1, directs phosphatases to act on Abl and thereby negatively regulate its tyrosine kinase activity.
In choosing the prize winner, the Editors considered more than just scientific excellence, and sought to identify the rare individual who is both an outstanding researcher and a selfless mentor. In the big picture of science, the successes of a scientist's students and students-of-students in generations hence likely hold much larger impact than even the most stellar singular career. Fittingly, at midcareer, Stephen Goff has already trained several highly successful scientists.
To understand Steve better as a scientist and a teacher, I had an opportunity in a question-and-answer session to solicit his views on several issues of interest. His answers to my questions are presented below.
KTJ: Did you always want to be a scientist or was there something else that you wanted to do when you were young? 
SPG

